Measurement of circulating immune complexes containing IgG, IgM, IgA and IgE by flow cytometry: correlation with disease activity in patients with systemic lupus erythematosus.
The immunoglobulin (Ig) class of the antibody component of circulating immune complexes (IC) may be an important determinant of their pathogenicity. This study reports the development of a fluorometric immunoassay, using Raji cells as solid phase component and detection by flow cytometry, for the measurement of IC containing IgG, IgM, IgA and IgE. Analytic specificity of the method was established and diagnostic sensitivity determined in groups of patients with various disorders. In a detailed study of 44 patients with systemic lupus erythematosus (SLE), elevated levels of IC were observed in the majority of patients, the prevalence of the respective Ig subclasses within the patient group being IgG-IC (93%); IgM-IC (77%); IgA-IC (59%); IgE-IC (52%). Raised levels of IC (of all classes) correlated with disease activity. Longitudinal study of a patient with acute cerebral SLE revealed elevated IC levels of all four Ig classes at presentation which fell during treatment, coincident with normalization of complement values. The biological consequences of IC of various Ig subclasses is discussed with particular reference to a possible mechanism of IgE-IC mediated tissue damage.